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The interview questions

The interview is the most important element in the job search process. When an employer invites you to an interview, he
or she generally already thinks you may be qualified to do the job. Now you both need to exchange enough information to
allow you both to determine whether you and the organization are a good "fit" for each other. Therefore, think of an
interview as a highly focused professional conversation. Use the limited amount of time you have to learn about the
employer's needs and discuss the ways you can contribute to meeting them. In many cases you will interview at least
twice before being hired for a position, once in a briefer screening interview and at least once again in a visit in which you
speak with many of the people you will be working with.

HOW TO PREPARE

Preparation is vital. While you cannot anticipate every question, you can prepare yourself to make the most of whatever
you are asked. It is critical to know as much as you can both about the organization/position and industry but also do lots
of self-analysis so that you can best articulate your skills and experiences.

HOW TO ANSWER QUESTIONS

General Tips

e Provide a great first and last impression — firm handshake, good posture, smile. Maintain eye contact as you
speak, have good posture, and avoid "um," "like," and "uhh", etc. '

o Listen to the questions. While the interviewer controls the flow of the interview, you can control the content. If
the employer is looking for specific facts, provide them. If a question is general, refocus it to your advantage.

e Be honest. Let an employer get to know you. Avoid dissembling or comparing yourself to others. You want to be
sure that you and the employer know what you are getting if you are hired.

» Be positive. Never say anything negative about past experiences, employers, or courses and professors.
Employers, like anyone, tend to generalize: if you didn't like "x", you are a negative person and won't like me
either. Figure out what was positive about an experience and talk about that.

o Be enthusiastic and demonstrate interest. If you are genuinely interested in the job, let the interviewer know
that. This can be achieved by doing research on the organization prior to the interview. It can also come across by
asking questions during the interview about the job, the organization and its services and products. When asking
questions, be sure that the answers will give you information that you don't already have (or should have) and that
the questions are genuinely of interest to you.

o Silence is OK — taking a moment to consider your answer is certainly appropriate. It can be a sign of
thoughtfulness and intelligence, in addition to giving you time to collect your thoughts.

o Convey professionalism, maturity, and poise in all interactions with the organization. In a sense, the
interview process extends well beyond your actual interview to include all interactions with the organization,
employer presentations, night-before events, and correspondence.

o Use examples to stress your points. For example, if asked, "What three words best describe you?" list three
traits and give examples that show how you have demonstrated each.

o Do not ask about salary or benefits. Wait until you have an offer to negotiate. There are many places to research
salary trends in the meantime (www.bls.gov, Career Services surveys, etc.).

When you are at a loss for words

What if an interviewer poses a question that catches you so completely off guard that you cannot come up with an answer
at all? Ideally, you can use some of the following suggestions to buy time and come up with a response:

Stall for time — ask to have the question repeated, repeat it yourself
Ask for a few moments to think over the question

Ask for clarification

Try to redirect your thought process and find an answer

Read this blog for more ideas



And if all else fails ... In a gracious and polite way, say something like "May we return to this question later on? | seem to
be at a loss at the moment.” (Then think of something to say as the interview proceeds!)

... and if they interviewer returns to the question and you still don't have an answer ...

"This is a question that has really stumped me for some reason. May | have your card so that | can follow up later on
today with an email?" (This is a last resort, of course, but if you go this route — make sure you follow up as promised!)

ADVICE FROM RECRUITERS

Employers tell us that when interviews go wrong, they go wrong (typically) for these reasons:

o The student didn't really know why s/he applied for the position and how it fits into her/his career path.
Think through this beforehand and be able to articulate it.

o The student is confused about what the organization does. Be sure to take the time to learn what they do and
be able to discuss it.

e The student is not enthusiastic. It's OK to smile and be excited! You set the tone for the interview, so
demonstrate your enthusiasm!

QUESTIONS TO ASK YOUR INTERVIEWER(S)

Almost always, your interview will end by your interviewer asking if you have any questions for them and these guestions
are also being evaluated. Be responsive to what has gone on in the interview. If you have listened well, you should be
able to come up with thoughtful questions which impress the interviewer. You may want to prepare a few questions in
advance, but an insightful comment based on your conversation can make an even stronger statement.

What areas need the immediate attention of the person you hire?

What are the major responsibilities of this position?

How long have you been with the company?

What attracted you to this company?

What qualities and skills are most valued at this firm?

What characteristics must one have to thrive at this organization?

What are the company'’s growth projections?

Whom do you identify as your major competitors?

What are your plans for new products or services?

How would you describe a typical patient/client/customer in this organization/ffacility?
How would you define your management philosophy?

What are you looking for in the person who will fill this job?

Describe a typical day.

Describe the ideal candidate for this position.

What kind of training would | receive?

What activities could | engage in now that might help me on the job if I'm hired?

How centralized is the organizational structure?

What do you like most about your job and the company?

Whom could | speak with who has the position now or who has been promoted from the position recently?
What are the avenues for advancement?

What is the turnover rate?

Who would be my supervisor and what is that person's supervisory style?

What do you see as the key issues/challenges facing the person in this job?

How has this organization/facility been affected by all the changes in the xxxx industry?
What is the time line for filling this position? (Will there be additional interviews? When can | expect to hear back?)



ALWAYS ASKED/STANDARD

All interviewers are ultimately trying to see if a candidate is the right fit for their organization or program. This means that
in any interview you have you will always be asked both about your interest in the position/organization as well as what
skills/experiences you bring that will be an asset to you in the role. These questions include:

o  Why are you interested in this position/opportunity/program?
o Why are you interested in this organization?
o What skills and experience make you a good fit for this role?

Candidates who have prepared responses for these questions will start the interview off on a positive note. Here are some
other questions that are very commonly asked:

Tell me about yourself,

When did you know you wanted to be an xyz?

Describe yourself in 3 adjectives.

How would your friends describe you?

What makes you tick or what motivates you?

Why should | hire you?

Why did you decide to go to Penn?

Why did you choose your major?

How did you learn about our organization?

What do you know about our organization?

Where do you see yourself in five years?

What was the worst thing that happened to you on a summer job?

What contributions could you make to our organization?

What do you expect from a job with us?

What is your greatest asset?

If you were an interviewer, what do you think the three most important criteria would be for hiring someone for this
position?

On what grounds would you dismiss someone?

Do you like working with people? Is this an important factor?

How would you handle an irate client if the complaint were against the organization's policy?
Describe a situation when you had to learn a large amount of material quickly. How did you do it?
Why are you interested in this field of work?

Do you have any questions?

What was your best subject in school?

Why do you want to work for us?

Why did you take a leave of absence?

Would you consider relocating?

Could you travel three days a week?

How do you relieve stress?

Do you plan to go to graduate school?

If we hired you, what is the top position you see yourself holding?

Is there anything which could potentially interfere with your performance?

Tell me about your experience on a part-time job.

Of what accomplishment are you most proud?

What was the best part of your college experience?

What do you think is the most important/difficult ethical dilemma facing our industry today?
How do you get people to do things they don't like to do?

Are you more interested in program development or implementation?

If you could be one person in the world, who would it be?

What do you like to do for fun?

BEHAVIORAL

More and more interviewers are asking behavioral questions, in which the employer asks you to recount a specific
example of a past experience which s/he can use as a predictor for your future behavior. "Tell me about a time you



demonstrated initiative. Give me an example of your leadership ability. Describe your most recent group effort and how
you contributed to the team.” In answering these questions, be certain to describe a SPECIFIC example (don't describe
your leadership style in general, but rather recount a specific time you were in a leadership role). After setting the context,
describe your role, contribution to, or influence on that situation. Finally, always provide a statement describing the
outcome of your efforts (e.g., the grade you received, the percentage increase in sales volume due to your efforts, eic.) so
they can evaluate your effectiveness.

A common way to approach answering behavioral questions is to use the STAR method:

1. S = Situation: Describe what you were facing
2. T = Target: Describe what you wanted to achieve
3. A= Action: Describe what you did
4. R =Results: Describe what happened, how things turned out, what you learned, and perhaps what you'd do
differently if presented the same circumstances
CASE

Case gquestions focus on business issues and problems. Most commonly used in consulting interviews, they test your
analytical skills and business acumen. A case can be very broad (e.g., "What makes ABC Company so successful?) or
extremely specific (e.g., a discussion of detailed financial statements) in nature. There are several extremely useful guides
to interviews available in the Career Services library. You can also access Career Services' online Vault and WetFeet
career guides from the Career Services library webpage. (Click on the online subscriptions link.)

e - - - - - - - - - - - - ar - - - - - -

ILLEGAL

An employer cannot discriminate against you because of your race, sex, religion, ethnic origin, disability or, in some states
or cities, your sexual orientation. As such, employers should not ask any interview questions in regards to these topics.

lllegal interview questions include but are not limited to:

Are you married? or, How is your spouse going to handle your schedule in this position?

Are you planning on having children? How will you handle child care?

How old are you? Who was the first president you voted for?

Are you a U.S. Citizen? (However, employers can ask "Are you legally authorized to work in the U.S. ?)
As a woman, how would you handle working in a male dominated environment?

What religious holidays do you observe?

Some employers may end up asking questions that they don't realize are illegal as a conversation starter or as a way to
get at certain environmental or schedule-related issues in the job. In these cases, usually the intent is innocent as the
interviewee, your choice is to refuse to answer or dodge the question, or answer the question behind the question. You
can find some more information on these approaches here.

Resources:

o Forbes Article "5 lllegal Questions and How to Dodge Them"
o Yale Career Services List of lllegal & Legal Questions




GROUP/TEAM

In some instances, an interview might involve a group or team component. This could mean one of two things—either you
will be interviewed by a group of people at once, or that you are simultaneously interviewing with other candidates for the
same position.

In former case, this will mean that you will need to be sure to try to answer to the group. Start your response for a
question by looking at the person who asked you the question but be sure to also make eye contact with the other
interviewers during your answer before returning to the person who asked the question at the conclusion of your answer.

For the latter, usually you are given a scenario to work through as a team. When this happens, the interviews are evaluate
how well you work as a team player so it will be important to show your listening skills as well as your ability to take
initiative.

- - - - - - - - - -

CHALLENGING

Some employers will ask questions that are deliberately challenge. This is done to see how you think on your feet, how
you handle stress, and, in some cases, how creative you are. Here are some examples:

o | see you received a very low grade in XXXX, Why?

o  What was your worst subject in school?

Let's pretend that the first 25 minutes of the interview have passed. What were you planning to tell me in the last 5

minutes?

Why do you, an xyz major, want to go into business?

With your educational background in xyz, why didn't you apply for law school?

You don't seem to have done as well academically in college as you did in high school. Why?

How do you feel about working with numbers? What is 12% of 692 How did you figure that out?

Where do you think employment with this company will take you five years from now?

You strike me as graduate school material. Why are you applying for jobs?

What do you think of our organizational structure?

How do you feel you work without direct supervision? Are you prepared right now to work without supervision?

Would you prefer to work independently or as part of a team? Why?

How much traveling would be ideal in a job?

What is your greatest liability?

What is one of your weaknesses? Now, | know you had one prepared, so give me another one?

What major problem have you encountered and how did you deal with it?

What have you learned from your mistakes?

Of what activity are you least proud?

What was the worst part of your college experience?

Why should we hire you rather than one of the 200 other applicants?

How much do you expect to earn?

What question do you wish we had asked?

Highlight the one thing on your resume that separates you from everyone else on Penn's campus.

What don't you do well?

Tell me about a time when you failed at something.

Tell me about a time when you made a mistake and what you learned from it.

Describe a group work situation where you and your partner were having trouble getting along with each other,

How did you resolve the problem?

Describe a situation when you were faced with a deadline that you couldn't meet. How did you handle it?

o You are very qualified. Why would you want to work at a small company like ours, when you could work at a
larger company?

e How would someone who dislikes you describe you?

Tell me everything you know about___xyz in three minutes (or tell me everything you know about our

organization in three minutes?)

Why didn't you get a permanent offer from your last summer employer?

Who else are you interviewing with? What do you think of those organizations?

What characteristics/Atraits do you most dislike in a person?

If you could be a fruit, what type of fruit would you be?



You work in a library, and a book has been mis-shelved. How do you find it?
What is the one question you don't want us to ask you?

What is the biggest risk you ever took?

If you could have any job in the world, what would it be?

Give me an example of how you are a risk taker.

What is your grade point average?

Why are tennis balls fuzzy?

What is the lowest salary you would consider?

Tell me something that is not on your resume.

How much do you think you will be earning in ten years?

Give me an example of a time your ethics were tested and how you responded and reacted.
Could you make a commitment now?



101 Most Common Interview Questions

Top Ten Questions (With Pass or Fail Answers)

If you're preparing to do a job interview, there's a good chance you're planning to ask the questions
below.

If you're preparing to go on a job interview, the red flags and answers listed will give you a good idea of
how to avoid making serious mistakes with these common questions, and how to answer them in ways
that will make a recruiter or hiring manager smile.

So here they are, the top 10 interview questions.
1. What are your strengths?
Red flags: Candidate is unprepared for question or only gives generic answers.

This is the most common job interview question - everybody should be expecting it. If they don't seem
prepared, or give a fairly stock answer, it's probably a bad sign.

Good answer: The consensus is to go for quality, not quantity here. Candidates should give a short list of
strengths, and back each one up with examples that illustrate the strength. Also, they should explain
how these strengths will be useful in the job you're applying for, and use this question to say something
interesting about themselves.

2. What are your weaknesses?

Red flags: This is the peanut butter to the previous question’s jelly. Again, everyone should expect it, so
it's a bad sign if someone seems totally unprepared, or gives a stock answer like, "I'm a perfectionist.”
Also, of course, any candidate crazy enough to blurt out some horrible personality trait should go in the
red flagged pile.

Good answer: Candidates should talk about a real weakness they've been working on improving. For
instance, they're not good at public speaking, but they've been taking a course to help them improve. Or
maybe they feel that they're easily distracted when working online, but have installed software that
helps them stay on task. Answers like these show a desire for improvement, self-awareness and
discipline.

3. Why do you want to work here?

Red flags: They don't have a good reason, or provide a generic answer, "| think it represents a great
opportunity."

Good answer: One that shows they've done research on the company, and are truly excited about
specific things they can do at the job. This not only shows enthusiasm for the work and basic
preparation skills, gives you clues about the cultural fit.

4. Where do you see yourself in five years? Ten years?

https:.//www.betterteam. com/blog/common-interview-questions



Red flags: A generic or uninspired answer. Also, answers that show that this career/company is just a
temporary stop for them.

Good answer: One that shows the candidate has thought about this question, has plans, and that those
plans align with the job and a career path that is possible in the company. You want to see that this
candidate is a good long term investment.

5. Why do you want to leave your current company?

Red flags: Complaining about or blaming their former job, boss or colleagues. Also, having no good
reason.

Good answer: One that focuses on the positives about why the job they're applying for offers them
better learning or career opportunities, chances for advancement, aligns more closely to their long term
goals, or is a better fit for them.

6. What can you offer us that someone else can not?

Red flags: Going negative - if the candidate starts trash talking other candidates, it's a sure sign of a bad
attitude. Also, if they can't provide a solid answer, it may show that they lack thorough knowledge of the
skills the job requires, and an understanding of where they fit in.

Good answer: The candidate can name specific skills, abilities or understandings they have that apply
directly to the job that other candidates are unlikely to have, or are in short supply.

7. What do you know about our company?

Red flags: They don't know much about the company. If a candidate is serious and enthusiastic, they
should have done some basic research.

Good answer: An answer that shows they've really done their homework and know what the company
does, any important current events that involve the company, and the work culture.

8. What is your desired salary?

Red flags: Candidates who are unable to answer the question, or give an answer that is far above
market. Shows that they have not done research on the market rate, or have unreasonable
expectations.

Good answer: A number or range that falls within the market rate and matches their level of mastery of
skills required to do the job.

9. Tell me about yourself.

Red flags: Candidates who ramble on about themselves without regard for information that will actually
help the interviewer make a decision, or candidates who actually provide information showing they are
unfit for the job.

Good answer: An answer that gives the interviewer a glimpse of the candidate's personality, without
veering away from providing information that relates to the job. Answers should be positive, and not
generic.

https.//www.betterteam. com/blog/common-interview-questions



10. Why do you want this job?

Red flags: No solid answer, answers that don't align with what the job actually offers, or uninspired
answers that show your position is just another of the many jobs they're applying for.

Good answer: The candidate has clear reasons for wanting the job that show enthusiasm for the work
and the position, and knowledge about the company and job.

Gauging Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence, or EQ, has come into vogue as a good trait to hire for.

EQ is the ability to use emotional information to guide thinking and behavior, to recognize other
people's emotions and your own, and to discriminate between different feelings and label them
appropriately.

EQ is considered essential to help teams function well. Here are some of the top questions for help you
get an idea of how candidates perceive their emotions and those of others.

¢ If you started a company today, what would its top values be?

® Who inspires you? Why?

How could you create more balance in your life?

What makes you angry?

How do you have fun?

How good are you at asking for help?

How did you deal with a bad day?

What's something you're really proud of? Why?

Tell me about a time when your mood altered your performance (positively or negatively).
Has there ever been a time when you felt you needed to change your behavior at work? How
did you do it?

e Did you create friendships that lasted while working at a previous job?

Questions to verify experience or credentials

Sometimes people want a job a little too bad - and they may fudge their credentials and experience a
bit.

If you've run into this problem, are worried about it, or have credentials and experience that are
absolutely essential, you may need to ask a few verification questions.

If you are a candidate, you should review your resume and make sure you know all the key points, and
that nothing has been misconstrued.

® What grades did you get in college?

https.//www.betterteam.com/blog/common-interview-questions



What were your responsibilities when you worked in job x?

How many people were on your team at your last job?

What will your previous manager/supervisor say when | ask where you needed to improve?
What was your beginning and ending salary at job x?

What were your beginning and ending titles at job x?

Are you eligible for rehire at job x?

What tools are necessary for performing job x?

Describe to me how you would perform [x typical job task].

What was the focus of your thesis?

When did you leave company x?

Behavioral Interview Questions

Behavioral interviews where popularized by industrial psychologists in the 1970s, and have been used at
big companies like AT&T. The idea behind them is that past responses to situations are the best
predictor of how candidates will respond in the future.

Tell me about a time you faced a conflict while working as part of a team.

Talk about a goal you set for yourself. What did you do to make sure you met the goal?

Give an example of a time when you had to work with someone with a very different personality
from yours.

Talk about an instance where you wish you’d handled a situation differently with a team
member.

What's the most difficult problem you have had to solve?

Give an example of how you handled a situation where you needed information from a
colleague who wasn't responsive.

Talk about a time when you had problems building a relationship with a key team member.
What did you do?

Tell me about an instance when it was important to make a great impression on a client. What
did you do?

Tell me about a situation where you had to work with a difficult client.

Tell me about a situation where you disappointed a client, and how you tried to fix it.

Talk about a time when you had to strategize to meet all your obligations.

Talk about a time when you failed at something. How did you react?

Talk about a time you took on a leadership role.

Tell me about a long-term project you oversaw. How did you keep it focused and on schedule?
Talk about a time when you were under a lot of stress. What caused it, and how did you
manage?

Do you prefer to work alone or with others?

Tell me about a time when you were overwhelmed by the amount of work on your agenda. How
did you handle it?

https.//www.betterteam.com/blog/common-interview-questions



Situational Interview Questions

Situational interviews are similar to behavioral interview questions - but they are focused on the future,
and ask hypothetical questions, whereas behavioral interview questions look at the past.

The advantage is that employers can put all candidates in the same hypothetical situations, and
compare their answers.

What would you do if you made a strong recommendation in a meeting, but your colleagues
decided against it?

How you would handle it if your team resisted a new idea or policy you introduced?

How would you handle it if the priorities for a project you were working on were suddenly
changed?

What would you do if the work of an employee you managed didn't meet expectations?

What would you do if an important task was not up to standard, but the deadline to complete it
had passed?

What steps would you take to make an important decision on the job?

How would you handle a colleague you were unable to form a positive relationship with?

What would you do if you disagreed with the way a manager wanted you to handle a problem?
What would you do if you were assigned to work with a difficult client?

What would you do if you worked hard on a solution to a problem, and your solution was
criticized by your team?

How would you handle working closely with a colleague who was very different from you?
You're working on a key project that you can't complete, because you're waiting on work from a
colleague. What do you do?

You realize that an early mistake in a project is going to put you behind deadline. What do you
do?

deétions to Test Communication Skills

For most jobs, communication skills are important. it's hard to work as a team if people aren't
communicating well.

At some jobs, like customer service or sales, communication skills are an absolute essential.

These questions are meant to help gauge a candidate's ability to communicate.

How do you prefer to build rapport with others?

How would you go about simplifying a complex issue in order to explain it to a client or
colleague?

How would you go about persuading someone to see things your way at work?

How would you go about explaining a complex idea/problem to a client who was already
frustrated?

What would you do if you there was a breakdown in communication at work?

Talk about a successful presentation you gave and why you think it did well.

https.//www.betterteam.com/blog/common-interview-questions



How would you explain a complicated technical problem to a colleague with less technical
understanding?

Do you prefer written or verbal communication?

Describe a time when you had to be careful talking about sensitive information. How did you do
it?

What would you do if you misunderstood an important communication on the job?

Talk about a time when you made a point that you knew your colleagues would be resistant to.
Is it more important to be a good listener or a good communicator?

Tell me about a time you had to relay bad news to a client or colleague.

Rate your communication skills on a scale of 1 to 10. Give examples of experiences that
demonstrate the rating is accurate.

How have you handled working under someone you felt was not good at communicating?

Stress interview Questions

Some jobs require employees to work under stress, and some interviewers just like to see how
applicants handle stressful questions.

There are many questions designed for putting the interviewee into an awkward situation, or throwing
them off, to see how they do under stress. Here are some samples.

How do you feel this interview is going?

How would you handle undeserved criticism from a superior?

How many other jobs are you applying for?

What would you do if you saw a colleague stealing supplies or equipment?

What did you do when you had a boss you didn’t get along with?

What would you do if a colleague took credit for your idea, and got a promotion?
Was the stress of your previous job too much for you?

What would you do if a colleague admitted to lying on their resume to get the job?
What would you do if a customer verbally insulted you in front of co-workers?
What would you change about the design of a baseball hat?

Why were you fired from your previous job?

How successful do you think you've been so far?

Brainteaser Questions

Brainteaser questions have become popular for interviews in recent years, as word has gotten out that
top tech companies such as Apple, Google, Microsoft and IBM have used this type of question at one
time or another.

Companies like Google aren't using these questions so much anymore, but many companies, are, and it
may be good to prepare for them. The key to these isn't so much getting the exact answer, as it is
showing how you would come up with an answer.

https.//www.betterteam.com/blog/common-interview-questions



Here's a sample of the best and most difficult.

How many street lights are there in New York City?

How many gas stations are there in the United States?

How many golf balls can fit in a school bus?

How much should you charge to wash all the windows in Seattle?

Why are manhole covers round?

How many times a day does a clock's hands overlap?

How would you test a calculator?

Describe the internet to someone who just woke up from a 30-year coma.

How much does the Starbucks in Times Square bring in, in annual revenue?

You are shrunk to the height of a nickel and thrown into a blender. Your mass is reduced so that
your density is the same as usual. The blades start moving in 60 seconds. What do you do?
How many golf balls are there in Florida?

How would you weigh a plane without scales?

Why is their fuzz on a tennis ball?

If you could get rid of any one of the United States, which one would you get rid of and why?

https.//www.betterteam. com/blog/common-interview-questions
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